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1
METHODS AND APPARATUSES FOR
PROGRAMMING MEMORY CELLS

REFERENCE TO RELATED APPLICATIONS

This application is a continuation of U.S. patent applica-
tion Ser. No. 14/099,754, filed Dec. 6, 2013, entitled “METH-
ODS AND APPARATUSES FOR PROGRAMMING
MEMORY CELLS,” which is hereby incorporated by refer-
ence in its entirety and made part of this specification.

BACKGROUND

1. Field

The present disclosure relates generally to methods and
apparatuses for programming memory cells.

2. Description of the Related Art

Various types of memory technologies are available for
electronic information storage, including various types of
volatile and non-volatile memory technologies. The selection
of'a type of memory for an electronic application can depend
on a number of factors, including for example, memory stor-
age density, reliability, ease of manufacturability, and/or cost
of operation. One or more programming operation perfor-
mance characteristics may also be relevant factors when
selecting the type of memory technology used in various
electronic applications. Such characteristics include for
example the speed and/or energy consumption performance
of a programming operation. Consequently, to meet design
criteria for various applications, there is continuing develop-
ment in the programming performance of memories.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Various features, aspects, and advantages of the present
disclosure are described with reference to the drawings of
certain embodiments, which are intended to illustrate certain
embodiments and not to limit the disclosure. The drawings
are not necessarily to scale.

FIG. 1 shows an example of a schematic, cross-sectional
view of a phase change memory storage element.

FIG. 2A shows an example of a programming signal pulse.

FIG. 2B shows an example of a programming signal pulse
of a programming operation having a reduced programming
operation energy.

FIG. 3 shows an embodiment of a process for program-
ming a memory cell using a programming operation having a
reduced programming operation energy.

FIG. 4 shows another embodiment of a process for pro-
gramming a memory cell using a programming operation
having a reduced programming operation energy.

FIG. 5 shows an embodiment of a process for determining
a programming operation energy.

FIG. 6 schematically illustrates an embodiment of a
memory device.

FIG. 7 schematically illustrates an example of a memory
apparatus configured to provide a programming operation
having a reduced programming operation energy.

FIG. 8 shows an example of a read current performance of
memory cells.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Non-volatile memories, such as variable resistance
memory, which can include for example phase change
memory (PCM), can provide information storage for a wide
variety of electronic applications. A reduced energy con-

10

40

45

55

60

2

sumption in programming operations for these non-volatile
memories may facilitate increased memory cell program-
ming speed, improved memory cell reliability, and/or lower
costs of memory device operation. It will be understood that
a programming operation may program a memory cell by
changing the state of that cell.

One or more methods and/or apparatuses for programming
a memory cell described herein may provide a programming
operation having reduced programming operation energy,
thereby facilitating improved programming operation speed,
reduced programming operation energy consumption and/or
improved memory cell mechanical and/or electrical reliabil-
ity. In some embodiments, the amount of energy applied to a
target memory cell to change the state of that memory cell in
a programming operation may depend at least in part on the
time elapsed since a most recent programming operation was
performed on a reference memory cell. For example, in some
embodiments, this elapsed time can be determined by refer-
ence to a time stamp or value indicating the time (e.g., year,
month, week, date, hour, minute, second, and/or other stan-
dard or arbitrary marker of time) when the immediately pre-
vious programming operation occurred, and/or by reference
to an indicator that indicates the total amount of time that has
passed since the previous programming operation for the
reference memory cell. As used herein, the target memory cell
is the cell to be programmed and the reference memory cell is
the cell that provides the time used to determine amount of
energy to be applied to the target cell. In some embodiments,
the reference memory cell is the target memory cell. In some
other embodiments, the reference memory cell is a different
memory cell from the target memory cell.

It has been found that the applied energy sufficient to
change the state of memory cells, such as phase change
memory cells, can decrease with increasing time from the
most recent change in state of the cell (e.g., time from a
change from a set state to a reset state). In some embodiments,
relative to the energy that may be required to program a target
cell having a more recently programmed reference cell, a
reduced amount of energy may be applied in a programming
operation of a target memory cell with an increased period of
time elapsed since a programming operation was most
recently performed upon the reference memory cell. In some
embodiments, a programming operation energy may be non-
linearly related to the time the most recent programming
operation was performed upon a reference memory cell (e.g.,
a most recent programming time) and/or a period of time
elapsed since a most recent programming operation was per-
formed upon a reference memory cell. For example, the pro-
gramming operation energy may be logarithmically related to
a most recent programming time in some embodiments. One
or more methods and/or apparatuses described herein may
provide a reduced programming operation energy for pro-
gramming a memory cell having a PCM storage element from
areset state to a set state, and/or from a set state to a reset state.

Without being limited by theory, an amount of time elapsed
since a most recent programming operation can be indicative
of an amount of drift in an electrical and/or structural char-
acteristic of a target memory cell. For example, an increased
period of time since a most recent programming operation
may be indicative of an increased period of time in which a
driftin an electrical and/or structural in the target memory cell
can occur. In some embodiments, the drift in the electrical
and/or structural characteristic of the target memory cell can
facilitate use of a lower programming operation energy in a
subsequent programming operation, including a program-
ming operation energy lower than that conventionally used
for programming the target memory cell.
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In some embodiments, a time value representative ofa time
of a previously performed programming operation (e.g., a
most recent programming time), can be recorded and/or
stored by the memory device, and can be updated continu-
ously with a time indicative of a most recently performed
programming operation (e.g., upon a subsequent perfor-
mance of a programming operation on a reference memory
cell, and the updating may be performed prior to, during,
and/or subsequent to the programming operation performed
upon the reference memory cell). The time value may be
stored in a memory array of the memory device, for example,
the array in which the target memory cell is disposed. In some
embodiments, the time value can be stored in a volatile
memory, for example to speed up retrieval of the time value,
during operation of the memory device. For example, the time
value can be stored in a dynamic random access memory
(DRAM), static random access memory (SRAM) and/or any
other suitable type of volatile memory. In some embodiments,
the time value can be copied from the memory array in which
the target memory cell is disposed to a volatile memory, for
example after powering on of the memory device, such that
the time value can be retrieved from the volatile memory
during operation of the memory device. The time value in the
memory array may be updated (e.g., periodically or upon a
triggering event, such as a shut down signal) with values from
the volatile memory.

In some embodiments, the time value may subsequently be
used for determining a time period elapsed since the previous
programming operation, including the most recent program-
ming operation. This elapsed period may then be used to
determine the programming operation energy. In some other
embodiments, the time values may themselves be associated
with particular programming operation energies.

In some embodiments, the time value representative of a
time of a most recently performed programming operation
may be indicative of a time at which a programming signal
pulse of the most recently performed programming operation
was applied to the reference memory cell, including a time at
which the programming signal pulse was initiated, a time at
which the program signal pulse was completed, or at any
other time during application of the programming signal
pulse. Of course, the time value may represent any other time
of the most recent programming operation suitable for con-
sistently determining a time and/or a period of time elapsed
since the most recent programming operation.

In some embodiments, the time value can include year,
month, week, date, hour, minute, second, and/or other stan-
dard or arbitrary marker of time for a previously performed
programming operation (e.g., a most recently performed pro-
gramming operation). In some embodiments, the time value
can include only an hour and/or a date of a most recently
performed programming operation. The degree of detail in
the time value stored by a memory device may be configured
to provide sufficient information regarding the time of a pre-
viously performed programming operation for determining a
reduced programming operation energy, and/or one or more
parameters of the programming operation, while providing a
low memory storage requirement for storing the time value,
thereby maintaining a high level of available memory storage
for information other than the date value in the memory
device.

As described herein, in some embodiments, the program-
ming operation energy can have a non-linear dependence
upon the time of the most recent programming operation. For
example, a rate of reduction in a programming operation
energy may decrease with increasing amounts of time since
the most recent programming operation. In some embodi-
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4

ments, a memory device can store a time value having a
degree of detail sufficient to provide a desired reduction in
programming operation energy (e.g., as compared to an
energy conventionally used) while using low levels of
memory storage.

In some embodiments, the time value may be determined
using a system time, for example a system time of a comput-
ing system to which the memory device is operationally
coupled. For example, the time value can include the year,
month, week, date, hour, minute, and/or second from the
system time. In some embodiments, the time value includes a
marker of time having alesser degree of detail than the system
time. For example, the time value may include a date and an
hour while the system time includes a measure of time having
a year, month, week, date, hour, minute and second. In some
embodiments, the memory device can include an internal
clock and the time value can be determined using the memory
device internal clock. For example, the time value can include
a year, month, week, date, hour, minute, and/or second from
the time of the memory device internal clock. In some
embodiments, the memory device internal clock can track a
measure of time since the occurrence of an event, for example
a most recent powering on of the memory device. For
example, the memory device internal clock can track a num-
ber of hours since the most recent powering on of the memory
device. In some embodiments, the measure of time since the
most recent powering on of the memory device can be another
suitable unit of time (e.g., minutes, seconds). The time value
can include a marker of time based on the measure of time
since the most recent powering on of the memory device (e.g.,
a number of hours since the most recent powering on of the
memory device), and the time value can be reset upon each
powering on of the memory device. For example, the time
value can include the time of day (e.g., the hour of day, or
another suitable marker of the time of day, such as the minute
or second of the day) of a most recently performed program-
ming operation, and the time value can be updated with a time
indicative of a subsequent programming operation for pro-
gramming the reference memory cell, reset at the start of
another day, or reset upon each powering on of the memory
device, whichever occurs first.

As described herein, the time value may be updated upon
performance of a programming operation for programming
the reference memory cell. For example, the time value can be
updated each time the reference memory cell is programmed.
In some embodiments, the time value can be updated when
the reference memory cell is programmed from a set state to
a reset state (e.g., the time value being updated with a time
indicative of the time of the programming operation per-
formed upon the reference memory cell to change the refer-
ence memory cell from the set state to the reset state). For
example, the time value can be updated with a time indicative
of a programming operation for changing the state of the
reference memory cell from a set state to a reset state, and the
time value may not be updated upon performance of a pro-
gramming operation to change the state of the reference
memory cell from the reset state to the set state. The time
value may be updated prior to, during and/or subsequent to
the programming operation.

In some embodiments, a time value may be updated rou-
tinely after a particular period of time and/or after the occur-
rence of an event (e.g., a powering on of the memory device)
to facilitate use of time values having a lesser degree of detail.
For example, the reductions in the programming operation
energy may taper off after a predefined amount of time has
passed, such that additional reductions are limited. As a
result, in some embodiments, all time entries greater than that
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amount of time may be updated to have the same value. In
some embodiments, all time entries may be reset after the
occurrence of the event (e.g., reset after powering on of the
memory device) to facilitate storing of a time value have a
reduced degree of detail while facilitating application of a
reduced programming operation energy.

A programming operation having a reduced programming
operation energy can include one or more parameters where
values for the one or more parameters can depend on the time
when a previous programming operation was performed
upon a reference memory cell (e.g., the time of a most recent
programming operation), and/or the period of time elapsed
since the previous programming operation, (e.g., the period of
time elapsed since the most recent programming operation).
Examples of parameters can include, but are not limited to, a
programming operation duration, one or more parameters of
aprogramming signal pulse of the programming operation, a
number of programming signal pulses of the programming
operation, and/or combinations thereof. One or more param-
eters of a programming signal pulse of the programming
operation may include a programming signal pulse duration,
aprogramming signal pulse amplitude, a programming signal
pulse shape, and/or combinations thereof.

A voltage programming signal pulse and/or a current pro-
gramming signal pulse may be used in a programming opera-
tion. The energy consumed in a programming operation using
a current programming signal pulse in a resistive heating
process can depend on the current value of a current program-
ming signal and can be expressed according to equation (1):
E=(RxI*)xt, where E is the measure of energy consumed
during programming of'the target memory cell, I is a measure
of current delivered to the target memory cell for program-
ming the target memory cell (e.g., to provide the resistive
heating), t is a period of time during which the current pro-
gramming signal pulse is applied to the target memory cell,
and R is a measure of the resistance of a heater element of the
target memory cell through which resistive heating can be
provided. In some other embodiments, the measure of energy
consumed in a programming operation using a voltage pro-
gramming signal pulse in a resistive heating process can
depend on the voltage value of a voltage programming signal,
and can be expressed according to equation (2): E=VZ/Rxt,
where E is the measure of the energy consumed during pro-
gramming of the target memory cell, R is a measure of a
resistance of the heater element, and V is a measure of the
voltage delivered to the target memory cell for programming
the target memory cell (e.g., to provide the resistive heating),
and t is a period of time during which the voltage program-
ming signal pulse is supplied to the target memory cell. As
described in equations (1) and (2), a quantity of energy con-
sumed in programming a target memory cell can depend on
the duration over which a programming signal pulse is
applied to the target memory cell (e.g., the current program-
ming signal pulse, and/or the voltage programming signal
pulse), and/or a magnitude of the programming signal pulse
(e.g., a voltage value of a voltage programming signal pulse,
a current value of a current programming signal pulse)
applied to the target memory cell during the programming
operation.

A reduced programming operation energy may advanta-
geously facilitate reduced energy consumption of a memory
device, increased operation speed, and/or improved memory
device reliability. For example, a reduced energy requirement
for a programming operation may facilitate reduced thermal
heating of the target memory cell, easing thermal expansion
and/or contraction of one or more components of the target
memory cell, and reducing the likelihood of unintentional
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heating of neighboring cells. Thermal heating from program-
ming operations may contribute to a degradation of a physical
and/or an electrical performance of the memory device. For
example, thermal expansion and/or contraction of a target
memory cell may degrade contact between components of the
target memory cell (e.g., contact between a heater element
and a phase change memory material component of a
memory cell having a PCM storage element), reducing a
reliability of the target memory cell (e.g., reducing reliability
in a heating of the phase change memory material component,
and/or increasing variability in a resistance performance of
the phase change memory material component, of a memory
cell having a PCM storage element). A reduced programming
operation energy may facilitate faster memory cell program-
ming speed, and/or lower costs of operating a memory device.
For example, a reduction in a programming operation energy
may advantageously facilitate reduced programming opera-
tion time for programming a memory cell having a PCM
storage element from a reset state to a set state. Increasing a
programming operation speed of a memory cell having a
PCM storage element may facilitate use of PCM technology
in an increased number of electronic applications.

Reference will now be made to the figures, in which like
numerals refer to like parts throughout.

FIG. 1 shows one example of a schematic, cross-sectional
view of a PCM storage element 100. It will be appreciated that
amemory cell having a phase change memory (PCM) storage
element can exhibit at least two stable states, for example a
stable state in a crystalline phase and a stable state in an
amorphous phase. A stable state in the crystalline phase may
correspond to a “set” state, and a stable state in the amorphous
state may correspond to a “reset” state, the set state providing
a lower electrical resistance than the reset state. In a binary
system, a “set” state may correspond to a “1” state, and a
“reset” state may correspond to a “0” state. Of course, a
memory cell may be programmed to more than two stable
states, such as any one of three or more stable states. For
example, a memory cell having a PCM storage element can
include one or more intermediate stable states, including one
or more stable states having a partially crystalline phase and/
or a partially amorphous phase.

A memory array can include a plurality of memory cells,
one or more of which can include a PCM storage element.
With continued reference to FIG. 1, in some embodiments,
the PCM storage element 100 can include a phase change
material component 102 coupled to a heater element 108 and
afirstelectrode 104. For example, the heater element 108 may
be disposed along a lower edge of the phase change material
component 102, and may contact the phase change material
component 102. In some embodiments, the first electrode 104
can be disposed along an upper edge of the phase change
material component 102, for example contacting the phase
change material component 102. In other embodiments, the
heater element 108 and/or the first electrode 104 may be
disposed and coupled to the phase change material compo-
nent 102 from other locations. In addition, the heater element
108 may be coupled to a second electrode 106. As shown in
FIG. 1, in some embodiments, the PCM storage element 100
can include the heater element 108 and the phase change
memory component 102 between the first electrode 104 and
the second electrode 106.

The phase change material component 102 can include one
or more materials which have multiple stable states that
exhibit significantly different electrical resistance perfor-
mance. For example, the phase change material may exhibit
different electrical resistance when in an amorphous phase as
compared to when in a crystalline phase. In some embodi-
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ments, the phase change material component 102 can include,
for example, a chalcogenide glass material. In some embodi-
ments, the phase change material component 102 can include
a germanium-antimony-tellurium material (GST). The heater
element 108 can be made of a variety of materials suitable for
providing heating, e.g., resistive heating, of the phase change
material component 102. For example, the heater element 108
can be made of a metallic material. In some embodiments, the
heater element 108 can include a titanium silicon nitride
material (TiSiN). The first electrode 104 and the second elec-
trode 106 can include one or more suitable electrically con-
ductive materials, for example to facilitate delivery of elec-
trical signals to the phase change material component 102.
For example, one or both of the first electrode 104 and the
second electrode 106 may comprise titanium nitride (TiN).

Programming a memory cell having a PCM storage ele-
ment, including PCM storage element 100 shown in FIG. 1, to
any one of two or more stable states may include heating the
phase change memory material to change in its state. For
example, one or more electrical programming signal pulses
(e.g., a voltage and/or a current programming signal pulse)
may be delivered to the PCM storage element 100 such that
the heater element 108 can provide resistive heating of the
phase change memory material component 102, thereby
inducing a phase change in all or part of the phase change
material component 102 (e.g., thereby providing a portion
110 in which the phase has changed due to local heating).

Programming a PCM memory cell to a set state can include
heating the phase change memory material of the storage
element to a temperature higher than a crystallization tem-
perature of the material but lower than a melting temperature
of the material, and subsequently providing a period of time
for cooling of the memory cell such that crystallization of the
phase change memory material can occur. A programming
operation for programming the memory cell to a reset state
can include heating the phase change memory material to a
temperature higher than the melting temperature of the mate-
rial and subsequently providing a sufficiently rapid cooling of
the memory cell such that the phase change material assumes
or substantially assumes an amorphous phase.

FIG. 2A shows an example of a programming signal pulse
for programming a target memory cell. For example, a con-
ventional programming operation (e.g., a programming
operation configured to deliver an amount of programming
operation energy conventionally used in programming the
target memory cell in a memory cell array) for programming
a target memory cell can include a voltage programming
signal pulse 120. The example voltage programming signal
pulse 120 includes a voltage signal pulse having a triangular
shape. The voltage programming signal 120 can have a peak
voltage magnitude value of about V,, volts (V), and a pro-
gramming signal pulse duration from about time t, to about
time t,,. Other programming signal pulse shapes may also be
suitable, including for example, a square shape, a trapezoid
shape, a curved shape, and/or combinations thereof. In some
embodiments, a programming operation can include a current
programming signal pulse, for example instead of or in addi-
tion to a voltage programming signal pulse. In addition, the
pulse may include two or more smaller pulses.

As described herein, a programming operation having a
reduced programming operation energy may facilitate a pro-
graming operation having increased programming speed
(e.g., a reduced programming operation duration). Referring
to FIG. 2B, a programming operation having reduced energy
may include a voltage programming signal pulse 122. For
example, a programming energy provided by voltage pro-
gramming signal pulse 122 may be less than a programming
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energy provided by voltage programming signal pulse 120.
As discussed herein, one or more parameters of the voltage
programming signal pulse 122 can be determined based on a
time a programming operation most recently performed on a
reference memory cell (e.g., including a time period elapsed
since a programming operation was most recently performed
on a reference memory cell). The voltage programming sig-
nal pulse 122 can have a peak voltage magnitude value of V,,
volts, and a duration from about time t, to about t,; . As shown
in FIG. 2B, in some embodiments, the voltage programming
signal pulse 122 can have a peak voltage magnitude value that
is the same as or substantially the same as that in the voltage
programming signal pulse 120, while having a reduced dura-
tion. For example, the period of time between t,, to about t,,,
may be shorter than the duration of the programming signal
pulse 120 (e.g., the duration from t, to about t,). Where the
programming signal pulses have a triangular shape, the
decreasing portion of the programming signal pulse 122 may
have a greater slope than the corresponding decreasing por-
tion of signal pulse 120.

In some embodiments, a programming operation param-
eter other than a programming signal pulse duration can be
determined based on the time when a most recent program-
ming operation was performed on a reference memory cell.
For example, the parameter may be the amplitude of the
pulse, or the shape of the pulse. In some embodiments, two or
more of the parameters of duration, amplitude, and shape are
determined based upon the time when the most recent pro-
gramming operation for the reference cell occurred.

FIG. 3, shows an example of a process for programming a
target memory cell where one or more programming opera-
tion parameters can be based on a time at which an immedi-
ately previous programming operation was applied to a ref-
erence memory cell. In the memory cell programming
process 130 shown in FIG. 3, block 132 includes providing a
most recent programming time for a reference memory cell of
a memory array. In block 134, a programming operation
parameter value may be determined based on the most recent
programming time. For example, a parameter value of a pro-
gramming signal pulse for programming the target memory
cell may be determined based on the most recent program-
ming time. In block 136, a programming operation including
the programming operation parameter may be performed for
programming the target memory cell. For example, a pro-
gramming signal pulse having the parameter may be applied
to the target memory cell.

The reference memory cell can be a memory cell in the
same memory array as the target memory cell. In some
embodiments, the reference memory cell and the target
memory cell can be the same memory cell. For example, a
most recent programming time can be indicative of a time at
which the target memory cell was most recently programmed,
such that a programming operation performed upon the target
memory cell can include a programming operation parameter
which depends on a period of time elapsed since a program-
ming operation was previously applied to the target memory
cell.

In some embodiments, the reference memory cell can be
the most recently programmed memory cell of a portion of the
memory array. For example, the most recent programming
time can be indicative of a time at which a programming
operation was most recently applied to any memory cell
within the portion of the memory array. The portion can be a
page, a sector, a block, a tile, and/or any other suitable sub
portion of the memory array. For example, the most recent
programming time can be indicative of a time at which any
memory cell of a sector, a block, a tile, and/or a page of a
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memory array was most recently programmed. In some
embodiments, one time value indicative of a time at which a
programming operation was most recently applied to any
memory cell within a portion of the memory array can be
recorded and/or stored. Storing one time value for a portion of
the memory array can facilitate reduced demand for available
memory used in storing programming time value, facilitating
for example increased memory storage in the memory device
for information other than the time value, while providing
sufficient information for providing a reduced programming
operation energy.

FIG. 4 shows another example of a process for program-
ming a target memory cell. Memory cell programming pro-
cess 150 can include, in block 152, receiving an instruction to
program a target memory cell in a portion of a memory array.
In block 154, the memory cell programming process 150 can
include providing a most recent programming time indicative
of a time at which the portion of the memory array was most
recently programmed. In block 156, a value of a program-
ming operation parameter can be determined based on the
most recent programming time. In block 158, the memory
cell programming process 150 can include performing a pro-
gramming operation having the programming operation
parameter value determined in block 156. In some embodi-
ments, the most recent programming time can be updated in
block 160. For example, the most recent programming time
can be updated with a time of the programming operation of
the target memory cell. In some embodiments, the most
recent programming time can be updated each time a memory
cell in the portion of the memory array is programmed. In
some embodiments, the most recent programming time is
updated each time a memory cell in the portion of the memory
array is programmed from a set state to a reset state. For
example, updating the most recent programming time in
block 160 can be performed in a process for programming the
target memory cell if the programming operation performed
in block 158 changes the target memory cell from a set state
to a reset state, and is not performed if the programming
operation performed in block 158 changes the target memory
cell from a reset state to a set state. In some embodiments,
updating the most recent programming time for the portion of
the memory array is not performed during the programming
process 150 and is instead performed subsequent to the pro-
gramming process 150 upon programming of another
memory cell in the portion of the memory array from a set
state to a reset state. As discussed herein, the most recent
programming time can be stored in the memory array.

In some embodiments, a time period elapsed since the most
recent programming operation can be determined based on
the most recent programming time determined in block 154.
For example, the value of the programming operation param-
eter determined in block 156 can be based on the period of
time elapsed since a most recent programming operation was
performed on a portion of the memory array. For example, a
programming signal pulse parameter value of the program-
ming operation can be determined based on a period of time
elapsed since a programming operation was most recently
performed upon any memory cell in the memory array por-
tion.

A variety of methods and/or processes may be used in
block 156 in determining the value of a parameter for the
programming operation. In some embodiments, the value of
the programming operation parameter can be determined
using a look-up table and/or an algorithm. For example, the
algorithm may be configured to perform various computa-
tions for determining the programming operation parameter
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value. In some embodiments, the algorithm may use the look-
up table in performing various computations.

In some embodiments, the value of a programming opera-
tion parameter can be determined by selecting a value from a
look-up table. For example, the selection may be made based
on a comparison between the most recent programming time
and threshold time values. Threshold time values may include
pre-determined time values such that a selection of a value
from a look-up table based on a comparison between the most
recent programming time and the threshold values can facili-
tate providing a programming operation having a desired
programming operation energy. For example, each threshold
time value may be associated with a corresponding program-
ming operation energy value and/or a corresponding pro-
gramming operation parameter value, such that the corre-
sponding programming operation energy value and/or
programming operation parameter value can be selected
based on whether the most recent programming time is
greater than or less than the associated threshold time value.
In some embodiments, a programming operation parameter
value can be determined based on the comparison, for
example, without first determining a programming operation
energy. In some embodiment, threshold time values may be
compared with a period of time elapsed since the most recent
programming time.

In some embodiments, as shown in FIG. 5, threshold time
values can be used in determining a programming operation
energy. FIG. 5 shows an example of a process 180 for deter-
mining a programming operation energy based on a time
period elapsed since a most recent programming operation. In
block 182, atime period elapsed since a most recent program-
ming operation can be provided. In block 184, a comparison
is made between the time period and a first threshold time
period value. If the time period is not greater than or equal to
the first threshold time period, then a programming operation
having a first energy can be applied to the target memory cell
at block 186. For example, the first energy value may be at
what will be referred to as a “standard” energy level, thatis, an
energy level sufficient to program any memory cell in the
array (e.g., to change from a reset to a set state), irrespective
of'the time elapsed since that memory cell was last subjected
to a programming operation.

If the time period is greater than the first threshold time
value, then a comparison is made with a second threshold
time value at block 188. If the time period elapsed since the
most recent programming operation is not greater than or
equal to the second threshold time value, then a programming
operation having a second energy value can be applied to the
target memory cell at block 190. For example, the second
energy value may be a reduced energy level compared to the
first energy value. If the time period elapsed from the most
recent programming operation is greater than the second
threshold value, then a comparison is made with a third
threshold time value at block 192. If the time period is not
greater than or equal to the third threshold, then a second
reduced energy value can be selected for programming the
target memory cell at block 194. For example, the second
reduced energy value may have a value less than the first
reduced energy value. Alternatively, if the time period is
greater than the third threshold time value, then a program-
ming operation having a third reduced energy value can be
applied to the target memory cell at block 196. Of course,
more or fewer threshold time values can be used for compari-
son in a process to determine a programming operation
energy value. In some embodiments, a most recent program-
ming time value may be used for comparison with one or
more threshold time values. As described herein, in some
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embodiments, a programming operation parameter can be
determined, instead of and/or in addition to a programming
operation energy value, based on comparison with one or
more threshold time values.

In some embodiments, the first threshold time period can
be about one hour. For example, a standard programming
operation energy may be applied to the target memory cell if
the period of time elapsed since a most recent programming
time is less than about an hour. In some embodiments, the
second threshold time period can be about one day. For
example, a programming operation energy having a first
reduced programming operation energy level (e.g., a pro-
gramming operation energy less than the standard energy
level) may be applied to the target memory cell if the period
of time elapsed since a most recent programming time is
greater than or equal to about an hour but less than about one
day. In one embodiment, the first reduced energy level can be
about 25% to about 35% less than the standard energy level,
including about 30% less than the standard energy level. In
some embodiments, the third threshold time period can be
about two days. For example, a programming operation
energy having a second reduced energy level (e.g., a program-
ming operation energy less than the first reduced energy level)
may be applied to the target memory cell if the period of time
elapsed since a most recent programming time is greater than
or equal to about one day but less than about two days. In
some embodiments, the second reduced energy level can be
about 45% to about 55% less than the energy level of a
standard programming operation, including about 50% of the
standard programming operation energy. In some embodi-
ments, a programming operation energy having a third
reduced energy level (e.g., a programming operation energy
less than the second reduced energy level) may be applied to
the target memory cell if the period of time elapsed since a
most recent programming time is greater about two days. For
example, a third reduced energy level may be about 65% to
about 75% less than that used in a standard programming
operation, including about 75% less and about 70% less. For
example, the third reduced energy level can be about 30% of
the standard programming operation energy.

Of course, other reduced programming operation energy
levels, threshold time periods, and/or a number of reduced
programming operation energy levels, threshold time periods
may also be suitable. In some embodiments, a value of one or
more of the reduced programming operation energy levels
and/or threshold time periods, and/or a number of reduced
programming operation energy levels and/or threshold time
periods, may depend on one or more characteristics of the
target memory cell, including for example a material and/or a
composition of the target memory cell.

FIG. 6 shows an example of a memory device 220 config-
ured to provide a programming operation having a reduced
programming operation energy. In some embodiments, the
memory device 220 can include a memory array 222, a
memory controller 224 and a programming energy module
226. In some embodiments, as shown in FIG. 6, the program-
ming energy module 226 may be within the memory control-
ler 224. Various types of memory technologies may be suit-
able for memory device 220. In some embodiments, the
memory array 222 can include resistance variable memory,
such as a plurality of PCM memory cells. The memory con-
troller 224 can include one or more components for program-
ming and/or reading one or more memory cells of the memory
array 222, as described herein. The programming energy
module 226 of the memory controller 224 can include one or
more components configured to facilitate provision of pro-
gramming operations having a reduced energy level, as
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described herein. In some embodiments, the memory device
220 is operatively coupled to a processor unit 228. The pro-
cessor unit 228 can include a variety of computing devices
configured for providing one or more memory access com-
mands for accessing memory array 222 of the memory device
220. For example, the processor unit 228 may be configured
to provide instructions to initiate one or more programming
operations for programming one or more target memory cells
of the memory array 222 in the memory device 220.

As described herein, a time value indicative of a time at
which a previous programming operation was applied to a
reference memory cell can be stored to facilitate a determi-
nation of a programming operation energy. For example, the
time value may be stored in the memory array 222. In some
embodiments, the time value can be stored in a designated
portion of the memory array 222. In some embodiments, the
time value can be stored in a same portion of the memory
array 222 as the target memory cell and/or the reference
memory cell, such as a same sector, page, tile and/or block. In
some embodiments, a memory controller 224 can include one
or more look-up tables and/or logic circuitry for determining
a programming operation energy and/or one or more param-
eters of a programming operation. In some embodiments, the
look-up tables can be stored elsewhere in the memory device,
including in the memory array 222. For example, a look-up
table may be used to store one or more threshold time values
and/or corresponding reduced energy levels for determining a
programming operation energy (e.g., threshold time values as
described in FIG. 5).

In some embodiments, FIG. 7 shows an example of a
memory apparatus 240 configured to provide a programming
operation having a reduced programming operation energy.
The apparatus 240 may include a memory array 242 includ-
ing a target memory cell 244. The memory apparatus 240 can
include a programming operation energy module 246 config-
ured to determine a programming operation energy and/or
one or more parameters of the programming operation for
programming the target memory cell 244. For example, an
address for a target memory cell may be provided to a pro-
gramming operation energy module 246 (e.g., from an
address module of the memory apparatus (now shown)). The
programming operation energy module 246 may also receive
programming operation energy related information 248 (e.g.,
a most recent programming time) such that the programming
operation energy module 246 can perform one or more com-
putations to determine the programming operation energy
and/or one or more parameters of the programming operation.
The programming operation energy module 246 may provide
information relating to the programming operation energy
and/or one or more parameters of the programming operation
(e.g., information relating to one or more parameters of a
programming signal pulse of the programming operation,
including a programming signal pulse duration, a program-
ming signal pulse amplitude, and/or a programming signal
pulse shape) for programming the target memory cell 244. In
some embodiments, the programming operation energy mod-
ule 246 can update the programming operation energy related
information 248 (e.g., update the most recent programming
time to reflect a time of a most recently performed program-
ming operation). A reference memory cell used in determin-
ing the programming operation energy and/or one or more
parameters for the programming operation may be the target
memory cell 244, and/or any other memory cell in the
memory array 242 and/or a sub-portion of the memory array
242 in which the target memory cell 244 is located. For
example, the reference memory cell may be the most recently
programmed memory cell (e.g., the memory cell which was



US 9,263,128 B2

13

most recently programmed from a set state to a reset state) in
the portion of the memory array 242 in which the target cell
244 is located.

FIG. 8 includes a read current graph 270 showing example
read current performances of memory cells having a PCM
storage element. Read current graph 270 graphs read current
performance of memory cells in set state against a duration of
a programming operation used in programming the memory
cell to the set state. Read current performance curve 272
represents read current performance of a memory cell which
was programmed to a set state from a reset state immediately
after or substantially immediately after (e.g., within 1 micro-
second (us)) a most recent programming operation (e.g., since
aprogramming operation used to program the memory cell to
the reset state). Read current performance curve 274 shows
read current performance of a memory cell which was pro-
grammed to the set state from a reset state after a period of
more than two days have elapsed since the most recent pro-
gramming operation (e.g., since the programming operation
used to program the memory cell to the reset state). The
memory cell corresponding to the read current performance
curve 272 and the memory cell corresponding to the read
current performance curve 274 may be in the same memory
array. In the example shown in FIG. 8, a programming opera-
tion to program the memory cells to the set state can include
application of a current programming signal pulse having a
triangular shape.

As shown in FIG. 8, the memory cell corresponding to read
current performance curve 274 can demonstrate a read cur-
rent of about 10 microamperes ([LA) after being subject to a
set programming operation having a duration of about 1
microsecond (us), whereas the memory cell corresponding to
read current performance curve 272 can demonstrate a read
current of about 10 microamperes (LA) after being subject to
a set programming operation having a duration of about 3
microseconds (us). In the example shown in FIG. 8, a pro-
gramming operation duration of a memory cell programmed
after more than about two days after a most recent program-
ming operation can be about a third of that of a memory cell
which was programmed immediately or substantially imme-
diately after a most recent programming operation (e.g., a
programming signal pulse of the programming operation can
have a reduced duration).

Accordingly, in some embodiments, a method of program-
ming memory cells in a memory array may include determin-
ing a most recent programming time, the most recent pro-
gramming time being a time when a most recent
programming operation was applied to a reference memory
cell in the memory array, and performing a programming
operation comprising applying a programming signal to a
target memory cell in the memory array, the programming
signal having a programming parameter which depends at
least in part on the most recent programming time.

Accordingly, in some other embodiments, a memory
device may include a memory array comprising a plurality of
memory cells; and a memory controller. The memory con-
troller may be configured to: determine a most recent pro-
gramming time, the most recent programming time being a
time when a most recent programming operation was applied
to a reference memory cell in the memory array; and to
perform a programming operation comprising applying a
programming signal to a target memory cell in the memory
array, the programming signal having a parameter which
depends at least in part on the most recent programming time.

Accordingly, in some other embodiments, a memory sys-
tem may include a memory array including a plurality of
memory cells, a processor configured to execute instructions

20

25

40

45

14

to program memory cells of the memory array. The memory
system may include a memory controller configured to: deter-
mine a most recent programming time, the most recent pro-
gramming time being a time when a most recent program-
ming operation was applied to a reference memory cell in the
memory array; and to perform a programming operation
comprising applying a programming signal to a target
memory cell in the memory array, the programming signal
having a parameter which depends at least in part on the most
recent programming time.

Although this description has been disclosed in the context
of certain embodiments and examples, it will be understood
by those skilled in the art that the description extends beyond
the specifically disclosed embodiments to other alternative
embodiments and/or uses of the description and modifica-
tions and equivalents thereof. For example, while the disclo-
sure herein includes descriptions of various embodiments in
connection with phase change memory (PCM) for illustrative
purposes, the principles and advantages described herein may
be applied to other suitable types of memory. For example,
the principles and advantages described herein can be applied
to any memory in which a reduced programming operation
energy may be used for programming a memory cell where
the reduced programming operation energy is determined
based atleast in part on a time when a previous, such as a most
recent, programming operation was performed on a reference
memory cell. In addition, while several variations of the
embodiments of the description have been shown and
described in detail, other modifications, which are within the
scope of this description, will be readily apparent to those of
skill in the art based upon this disclosure. It is also contem-
plated that various combinations or sub-combinations of the
specific features and aspects of the embodiments may be
made and still fall within the scope of the description. It
should be understood that various features and aspects of the
disclosed embodiments can be combined with, or substituted
for, one another in order to form varying modes of the
embodiments of the disclosed description. Thus, it is intended
that the scope of the description herein disclosed should not
be limited by the particular embodiments described above.

The headings provided herein are for convenience only and
do not necessarily affect the scope or meaning of the devices
and methods disclosed herein.

What is claimed is:

1. A method of programming a target memory cell, com-
prising:

applying a programming signal to the target memory cell,

wherein the programming signal comprises a parameter

which depends on a time value indicative of a most
recent programming time, and

wherein the most recent programming time is a time when

a most recent programming operation was performed
upon a reference memory cell.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the time value is indica-
tive of an hour and a date of the most recent programming
time.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the time value is indica-
tive of a time period elapsed from the most recent program-
ming time.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the most recent pro-
gramming operation comprises a programming operation for
transitioning the reference memory cell from a reference
memory cell set state to a reference memory cell reset state.

5. The method of claim 1, further comprising updating the
time value in response to performing a programming opera-
tion comprising applying a programming signal to the target
memory cell.
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6. The method of claim 1, further comprising comparing
the time value with at least one threshold time value of a
plurality of threshold time values, wherein the parameter of
the programming signal is based on the comparing the time
value with the at least one threshold time value.

7. The method of claim 6, further comprising storing the
plurality of threshold time values and a corresponding pro-
gramming signal parameter value associated with each of the
plurality of threshold time values in a look-up table.

8. The method of claim 7, wherein applying the program-
ming signal comprises selecting a programming signal
parameter value from the look-up table based on comparing
the time value with the at least one threshold time value, and
applying a programming signal to the target memory cell
comprising the programming signal parameter value.

9. A memory device, comprising:

amemory controller configured to perform a programming

operation to program a target memory cell, wherein the

programming operation comprises:

applying a programming signal to the target memory
cell,

wherein the programming signal comprises a parameter
which depends on a time value indicative of a most
recent programming time, and

wherein the most recent programming time is a time
when a most recent programming operation was per-
formed upon a reference memory cell.

10. The memory device of claim 9, wherein the memory
controller is further configured to determine a period of time
elapsed from the most recent programming time, and wherein
the parameter depends upon the period of time.

11. The memory device of claim 9, wherein the parameter
comprises at least one of a duration of a programming signal
pulse, a programming signal pulse amplitude, a programming
signal pulse shape and a number of programming signal
pulses.

12. The memory device of claim 9, wherein the memory
controller is further configured to update the time value in
response to a trigger event, wherein the trigger event com-
prises at least one of powering-on of the memory device and
passage of a predetermined period of time.

13. The memory device of claim 12, wherein the memory
controller is further configured to update the time value to a
predetermined time value if the most recent programming
time is older than a threshold time, the predetermined time
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value being a single time value for all most recent program-
ming times older than the threshold time.

14. The memory device of claim 9, further comprising a
memory array, wherein the target memory cell and the refer-
ence memory cell are in the same sector, page, tile or block of
the memory array.

15. The memory device of claim 14, wherein the memory
controller is further configured to update the time value each
time a memory cell within the sector, page, tile or block of the
memory array is programmed.

16. A system, comprising:

amemory controller configured to perform a programming

operation to program a target memory cell, wherein the

programming operation comprises:

applying a programming signal to the target memory
cell,

wherein the programming signal comprises a parameter
which depends on a time value indicative of a most
recent programming time, and

wherein the most recent programming time is a time
when a most recent programming operation was per-
formed upon a reference memory cell; and

a processor configured to initiate a command for program-

ming the target memory cell.

17. The system of claim 16, wherein the memory controller
is further configured to compare the time value with at least
one threshold time value of a plurality of threshold time
values, wherein the parameter of the programming signal is
based on the comparing the time value with the at least one
threshold time value.

18. The system of claim 17, wherein the system further
comprises a look-up table, and the memory controller is fur-
ther configured to store the plurality of threshold time values
and a programming signal parameter value associated with
each of the plurality of threshold time values in the look-up
table.

19. The system of claim 16, wherein the parameter com-
prises at least one of a duration of a programming signal
pulse, a programming signal pulse amplitude, a programming
signal pulse shape and a number of programming signal
pulses.

20. The system of claim 16, wherein the target memory cell
and the reference memory cell are phase change memory
cells.



